From 2005-2020, China will see the number of vehicles rise from 20 million to 160 million." 2 Stable energy supply is essential to sustain China's unprecedented economic growth, and, hence, the legitimacy of the Chinese Communist Party. As result of the growing energy demand, the country will inevitably be more reliant on the Middle East, the world's largest net exporter of oil and the possessor of the world's biggest proven oil reserves.
Meanwhile, the United States move in the opposite direction. The country is becoming less dependent on oil imports. Increasing domestic production means that the U.S. might go from being the world's main oil importer to being self-sufficient in energy by 2030. Furthermore, Washington is signalling that it seeks to reduce dependence on the Middle East and adopt a lower profile in the troubled region. In his Acceptance Speech in August 2008, newly elected Barack Obama stated: " [F] or the sake of our economy, our security, and the future of our planet, I will set a clear goal as president: In 10 years, we will finally end our dependence on oil from the Middle East." 3 Later, in March 2012, during the race to become reelected president, Obama said that new energy sources and technologies would make America "less dependent on what's going on in the Middle East". 4 This view is shared across political camps: The Romney campaign, the same year, argued that energy independence would mean that "the nation's 4
In 2009, China produced 189 million tons of crude oil, while its net imports of crude oil was 199 million tons. This made China's crude oil imports dependency reach 51.29 percent, exceeding the generally recognized warning line of 50 percent for the first time. 8 Moreover, the import dependency is growing rapidly. Three years later, in 2012, China produced 207 million tons of crude oil, while its net oil imports was 284 million tons, which meant the country was 58 percent reliant on foreign supplies. 9 The country is expected to be even more dependent on oil imports in the coming years. The International Energy Agency predicts that China's dependence on foreign oil will increase to 60-70 percent of its total consumption in 2015, and, further, to as much as 75 percent in 2035. 10 On the other hand, the U.S.' oil import is expected to decline, basically due to the development of technology for extracting of oil from shale rock. The U.S. could overtake Saudi Arabia as the world's largest oil producer in 2020, and even become self-sufficient in oil 9 "China's Reliance on Oil-Gas Imports Growing", Peoples ' Daily Online, 31 Jan. 2013 While the U.S. is easing its reliance on oil imports, Beijing is facing the risks associated with growing import dependency. 13 China is seeking to diversify its oil imports between different regions, with Russia, Africa, and Latin America becoming key oil suppliers to China in the decades to come. Nonetheless, China will have to rely on the Middle East because of the simple fact that the region is the world's largest net exporter of oil in addition to having the world's largest oil reserves. China is already the Middle East's largest oil customer and the country imports more oil from the Middle East than any other region in the world. In 2011, 51 percent of China's total oil imports came from this region. 14 IEA has estimated that China's oil imports from the Middle East will continue to rise, from 2.9 million barrels per day in 2011 to 6.7 million barrels in 2035. 15 Iraq also provides a significant source of oil for China, and has a potential to become even more important in the years to come. Iraq's oil production has boomed in recent years, and in 2012, production reached its highest level since the 1980s-despite the deteriorating security situation and uncertainty over a new oil law and the legal conditions of doing business in Iraq in general.
That year, Iraq exported 2.4 million barrels per day, of which 13 percent-312 000 barrels per day-were shipped to China. 18 According to forecasts by the IEA, Iraq's oil production has the potential to rise from the current level of approximately 3 million barrels per day to more than 8 Despite the absence of a long-term strategy, there is no shortage of debate about China's role in the Middle East. There are reasons to believe that the debates within the party leadership in
Beijing reflects the public debates that take place among Chinese think tanks and foreign policy observers. Here, the Middle East is a hot topic. This must be seen in light of the Middle East's importance to China, and how Chinese interests are challenged by the continuing instability that characterizes the region.
It is increasingly noticeable that the ongoing Middle East debate in China is more about the relationship with the U.S. than anything else. Two opposite views appear: on the one hand, it is claimed that the U.S.' position in the Middle East is weakened and that Beijing should adopt a more assertive approach to strengthen Chinese influence in the region. On the other hand, it is argued-in line with Deng Xiaoping's renowned advice to "keep a low profile"-that the Chinese government should uphold its current cautious approach, avoid to contest the U.S. hegemony, and let the U.S. war-machine bleed to death in the troubled region.
Voices Advocating a More Assertive Approach
Wang Jisi, professor at Peking University and one of China's leading experts on international relations most forcefully advocated a more assertive Chinese involvement in the Middle East after the Arab uprisings. In October 2012, he presented his geopolitical strategy, "March West"
in the Global Times. 37
Although the wording "March West" is new, the strategy itself is not new. In fact, it has the same connotations as previous concepts that China has promoted, under names such as "Development of the West", "Opening to the West", "Building a New Silk Road", and the "Greater Periphery".
The core of Wang's idea is close to Mao Zedong's legendary military strategy: "The enemy advances, we retreat; the enemy camps, we harass; the enemy tires, we attack; the enemy retreats, we pursue." 38 The U.S. signals a greater focus on the Asia Pacific region, the so-called "Pivot", apparently at the expense of the Middle East, and Chinese authorities have interpreted this to mean that the U.S. seeks to limit China's influence in its own neighbourhood. The
Americans seek to achieve this by strengthening military alliances with China's neighbouring China has now the opportunity to fill a void in Central Asia, South Asia, and the Middle East.
Wang claims this will give Beijing greater strategic leverage towards Washington as the Americans will need the help they can get in trying to stabilize the Middle East. According to the "March West" strategy, Chinese authorities must more aggressively promote their interests in the region through increased diplomatic and economic presence.
Voices Advocating a Cautious Approach
Some Chinese strategic thinkers indicate that there might be some advantages in the U.S. being "strategically trapped" in the Middle East, because this might weaken the "Pivot" to Asia. Qu 
Conclusion
There are few reasons to believe that China will be a "new U.S." in the Middle East, as the costs of deeper involvement in this region by far exceed the benefits. So far, China has benefitted from its low-key approach to the region. Simply explained: The U.S. has taken the political, economic, and military costs of stabilizing the Middle East, while China has got the benefits in terms of stable energy supplies and secure sea routes of communication.
It is unlikely that China's approach to the Middle East will change radically in the near future.
Today's "free-rider policy" will continue to serve Beijing well-as long as the U.S. arguably has too many interests beyond oil to protect in the Middle East to scale down its presence in the region substantially.
Nonetheless, there are reasons to expect a more visible China in the Middle East: economic interests, primarily oil imports and investments, will drive its growing involvement in the region.
Beijing will continue to try to stay away from political conflicts in the Middle East, which, however, might turn out to be increasingly difficult to avoid in future as its economic involvement becomes more complex. Actors both within and outside the region will expect that China-as a responsible great power-takes a stand and chooses a side. Assuming that there is no unforeseen major crisis that threatens China's core interests, Chinese military presence in the Middle East will remain modest, being limited to fleet visits and joint exercises.
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